SEEDS: The Literary Journal of the
Sisters of Color
Volume 4

Article 10

1996

The Poetics of Living
Nubia Kai

Find similar works at: https://stars.library.ucf.edu/seeds
University of Central Florida Libraries http://library.ucf.edu
This Work is brought to you for free and open access by STARS. It has been accepted for inclusion in SEEDS: The
Literary Journal of the Sisters of Color by an authorized editor of STARS. For more information, please contact
STARS@ucf.edu.

Recommended Citation
Kai, Nubia (1996) "The Poetics of Living," SEEDS: The Literary Journal of the Sisters of Color: Vol. 4, Article
10.
Available at: https://stars.library.ucf.edu/seeds/vol4/iss1/10

THE POETICS OF LIVING
The poetics of living for a poet or artist one would think should be an
easy, flowing, peripatetic experience, but this is not always the case. Poverty,
hardships, family conflicts, estrangement, drug addiction, imprisonment,
loneliness, racism and emotional trauma effect the Black artist as much as it
does any other African American, and perhaps considering the "unique
otherness" of the artist's lifestyle, even more. Thus, Black artists in America
often die young, often "go crazy", often resort to drugs, alcohol or sex to cope
with the avalanche of problems and frustrations that continually threaten their
sanity. The poetics of living for the poet is not always poetry, that is, if poetry
is beauty, harmony, power and truth, then why are we often asking-- "how
come my life ain't like that? How come it is so often the opposite of what I
speak of, dream of, envision for myself and the world?
Yet, historically, the Black poet, especially the poets writing during
progressive socio-political movements-- the Harlem REnaissance, the
anti-colonial Negritude movement in Africa and the Caribbean, the Black Arts
movement of the sixties and seventies, have displayed an unwavering
commitment to tell the "truth", the most substantial component of poetry, in
their expressions of cultural pride, collective transformation and protest against
oppression and racism. Nikki Giovanni once wrote in a poem: "How can I
write about trees where there ain't no trees in front of my house?" The Black
poet is more inclined o write about what they see and experience. Rats instead
of trees, smog ii;istead of blue skies and stars, beggars, junkies, homeless
people, racial discrimination, instead of daffodils or green mountains. The
poetry of Negritude and the Black Arts movement unapologetically spoke to
the realities of the Black experience. French philosopher, Jean Paul Sartre,
called it "the true revolutionary poetry of our time."
But what happens when liberation movements are subverted and
suppressed by the enemies of freedom? The literature and arts of liberation are
also repressed, And one of the most odiously subtle and pervasive venues for
culturo-political repression is Western academia, particularly American
academia--the intellectual wing of corporate America's neo-colonial interests.
American universities are imperialist institutions that bolster and legitimize
capitalist domination of world cultures and economies. The poet and
revolutionary artist possess the unifying vision that is usually antithetical to
institutionalized racism. Therefore, under conditions of intensive political
repression, such as what we are undergoing now, 1996-- a political scenario
amazingly similar to 1896 when the Plessy vs. Ferguson, "separate but equal"
law passed--the poet is inundated with a diversity of creative challenges. How
you gonna pay the rent this month? And the telephone bill and the gas bill and
your children's tuition? Like every other poor, oppressed group in the world,
Black artists are goaded off the creative path into the work force. Forced to
work seventy hours a week just to pay bills. When does the poet find time to
write, and what can she possibly write about? Exploitation, social decadence,
the shattered edifice that was once the Black Family, depression, alienation,
that tired ass no-man blues? But even these inescapable realities get worn out
and painstakingly redundant after awhile. After twenty, thirty years of playing
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e old record. But if the dance doesn't change, neither does the tune. And
still dancing to the crack of the whip, the sound of the gun blast that
supersedes all sounds.
Make no mistake, the power and control of the capitalist superpowers
is possible, as Fanon pointed out, only through the unremitting violent use of
force. And then you realize that maybe blowing off the head of a Newt
Gingrich or Bob Dole is more a poetic act than merely writing about it. Poet,
Askia Muhammad Toure, once said in a poem that he became a poet because
he did not have the wherewithal to use the gun. Poetry was a secondary
diversion from the immediate challenge of revolutionary action. We put into
our mouths what we could not change with our hands. And the highest level of
change, according to an Islamic tradition, is to change that which is wrong with
the hands, next with the mouth or the word, and finally the heart. If we were
really living the life espoused in our poems, we would be Black Panthers,
actively engaged in changing injustice with our hands. The poetics of living is
often contradictory to the poetics of writing. We write about our dreams, our
visions, our love for freedom. But our writings never seem to free us from the
concretized oppression that shapes our objective world . And then there comes
a time when the poem is pushed write out of your mouth . But still we must
write, somehow, someway.
The main creative challenge for the poet is to maintain a poetic sensibility
in a poetically insensitive space, to shape the poem out of the poetics of living.
Charlie Yardbird Parker used to say "you have to live the music or it won't
come out of your horn." The same can be said of poetry. You have to live the
poetry for it to come out of your heart. Its point of origination and emanation is
the heart. If poetry is not lived, is not part of one's daily life, it is difficult to
compose poems. The poetic sensibility just isn't there, it ain't happening.
The demands of an academic environment-- which is where I am now-
allow little time for creative writing. If you attempt to be creative in your
papers, you're graded down. As a grad student of African Languages and
Literature, I am compelled to be an observer, a critic; and what I have noticed
is that the scholarly writers that I admire most-- W.E.B. Dubois, Frantz Fanon,
C.L.R. James, Ngugi Wa Thiong'o and Walter Rodney-- are really artists who
infused a poetic language, a poetic vision into their writings. Metaphors,
paradox, symbols, analogies, parables, rhythm, insight, the same constitutive
elements of poetry empowered their language so that the scholarly content of
their texts, like poetry , spoke directly to the soul.
Frantz Fanon actually began his career as a playwright, but not finding
the voice to carry the weight of his socio-political message in this genre, he
continued his psychiatric work, became actively involved in the Algerian
Revolution and channeled his passion for freedom and artistic talent into a
political theory that influenced millions ofoppressed people of the First World.
One poet wrote, "There was in Fanon, a man who knew the probing, unsettling,
maddening, and finally, hopefully healing power of words." The imaginative
element in Fanon's writings was a device he consciously engaged in order to
move the reader through the stages of revolutionary consciousness into a mode
of actualization. The creative or imaginative element, a technique that most of
Fanon's biographers apologized for, was the very dimension that made his
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wntmgs so powerful and influential. Fanon was foremost, and even saw
himself as a creative artist.
My point is, the poetic vision, the poetic style, the poetic life can be
directed into the most unpoetic subjects and circumstances and transforms the
mundane, the profane, the scientific and academic discourse into art. It all has
to do with sincerity and commitment. Fanon's writings were all the more
powerful because he was actively involved in what he was writing about-
revolution . He made the courageous step to change unjust, oppression
conditions with his hands . So that with heart, mouth and hands the creative act
is complete. The ideal ofrevolution was actualized, not only for himself but for
the millions of people of color he inspired.
Fanon, an avid socialist, flipped Marxist theory on its head when he
noted that it is not simply the means of production that determines economic
order, rather it is through the organization and legitimization of knowledge,
that is the conscious ordering of the "word" that predetermines the economic
and political systems.
Creative art that criticizes the status quo is either ignored, distorted or
vilified in the academies and mainstream media. The most forceful and virulent
writings of this century-- the writings of Negritude and Black Arts-- are
conspicuously absent in African and African-American Studies even in Black
Universities, journals, magazines, anthologies, etc. Yet the most innovative,
prolific and powerful expressions of resistance have grown out of the art forms
of Africans in the Diaspora, for the logical assumption is that an oppressed
group will knowingly and unknowingly resist and conceptualize liberating
philosophies and arts based on specific terms and structure of their oppression.
Black literature is denigrated or neglected in America, but practically
everywhere else in the world it is seriously studied, lauded and enthroned as
the most relevant exposition of American reality.
The late, great writer, Toni Cade Bambara, made this important point
often in her lectures. She said: " If you go abroad almost anywhere and took a
degree in American Studies, the literature you would be reading for American
literature would be Black literature. And that's true at the University of Tokyo,
the University of Havana, you bet, the University of Peking, Catholic
University in Rio de Janeiro ... in Columbia, Venezuela, Italy ... a whole lot of
universities. It is assumed that you cannot be conversant in American Studies,
not be grounded in American reality, without a thorough knowledge of
African-American literature. That of course is not true here."
The question remains why, where the art originates, is it not true here?
And the answer is obvious. It is clearly an act of culturo-political ~epression. In
American universities the literatures of people of color are relegated to colonial
status. As literary scholar Barbara Christian has observed, once African and
Latin American literatures moved to the "center" all the literary standards and
rules changed. A new post-modernist approach to literature emerged called
"literary theory" that usurped all former aesthetics involving meaning,
substance, social commentary and commitment. But only in America and the
former colonial empires. African Diasporic music, literature, art and political
movements are unmistakingly the most pervasive transcultural influences in the
modern world. It is important, then, to see ourselves beyond the incarcerated
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terms of the American reality and see ourselves as part of a Pan-African and
international reality, even a planetary/universal reality.
Sun Ra used to say, "space is the place." Perhaps he was right. After
all, isn't that where the poem and the poetic life begin?

Nubia Kai
Speech given at the Detroit
African World Festival
August 17, 1996
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